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This	 article	 looks	 at	 journalism	 students’	 experiences	 in	 a	 course	 that	 simulates	 an	
online	newsroom.	On	the	basis	of	a	quantitative	survey	and	more	qualitative	reflections	









Journalism	 students	 have	 long	 been	 a	 topic	 of	media	 research,	 and	 journalistic	 ideals	
have	been	a	strong	component	of	these	studies.	In	recent	years,	extensive	surveys	about	
Nordic	journalism	students’	attitudes	to	journalistic	ideals	and	the	role	of	the	journalist	
have	 been	 published	 (Hovden,	 2008,	 2014;	Hovden	&	Ottosen,	 2013;	Willig,	 Zilliacus-
Tikkanen,	Ottosen,	Hovden,	&	Bjørnsen,	2009)		
Much	of	the	existing	research	is	based	on	surveys	in	which	students	relate	to	different	
types	 of	 hypothetical	 ethical	 dilemmas	 (Ball,	 Hanna,	 &	 Sanders,	 2006;	 Conway	 &	
Groshek,	 2009;	 Detenber,	 Cenite,	 Malik,	 &	 Neo,	 2012;	 Kostyu,	 1990;	 Sanders,	 Hanna,	
Berganza,	 Javier,	&	Aranda,	 2008)	or	 examine	 students’	 values:	 above	board,	 avoiding	
harm,	 civic	 minded,	 empathetic,	 fair	 and	 just	 (Plaisance,	 2007).	 Others	 focus	 on	 how	
scholars	 teach	media	 ethics,	 particularly	 in	 the	 USA	 (Lambeth,	 Christians,	 Fleming,	 &	
Lee,	 2004;	 Richardson,	 1994;	Warnick	 &	 Silverman,	 2011)	 and	 student	 perception	 of	
and	 expectations	 for	 mass	 media	 ethics	 education	 (Braun,	 1999).	 However,	 none	 of	
these	projects	have	focused	specifically	on	how	students	express	concerns	about	ethical	
dilemmas,	and	thereby	express	journalistic	ideals,	after	they	have	participated	in	online	
newsroom	 teaching.	 New	 research	 on	 Danish	 journalism	 students	 shows	 that	 the	




an	 online	 journalist	 in	 a	 simulated	 online	 environment	 challenges	 those	 ideals.	 The	
simulated	online	environment	is	centred	around	an	online	newspaper,	www.navisen.dk.	
During	 the	 simulation,	 a	 course	 in	 online	 journalism,	 the	 students	 are	 working	 as	
journalists	in	the	editorial,	writing	news	and	producing	online	television	that’s	publicly	
available.	
The	most	 recent	major	 study	 of	Nordic	 journalism	 students	 found	 that	 the	 interest	 in	
working	 online	 and	 on	 multimedia	 platforms	 increased	 from	 2005	 to	 2012	 among	
Danish	 journalism	 students,	 although	 it	 is	 far	 from	 all	 students	 who	 dream	 about	
working	online	(Møller	Hartley	&	Olsen,	forthcoming).	Furthermore,	research	in	online	
journalism	 has	 documented	 that	 journalists	 feel	 pressure	 due	 to	 radicalized	 working	
conditions	(Hartley,	2011a)	when	it	comes	to	deadlines	and	time	to	do	fact	checking	and	
verifying	 sources	 (García-avilés,	 2014).	 This	 is	 also	 one	 of	 the	 conclusions	 of	 a	 book	
(Albrecht	&	Andreassen,	2014)	about	online	media	ethics	based	on	a	survey	of	Nordic	
journalists.	 A	 number	 of	 ethical	 challenges	 when	 working	 online	 were	 identified,	
including	 time	pressure,	 lack	of	 time	 for	 fact	 checking,	 errors	 that	 can	 spread	 rapidly,	
demands	from	sources,	and	news	with	only	one	source.	In	a	similar	way	in	the	present	























































In	 total,	284	students	answered	 the	 survey	 in	 the	 six	 semesters	 from	autumn	2012	 to	
autumn	2014.	Respondents	are	participants	 from	the	course	 in	online	 journalism,	 that	




The	 14-day	 period	 in	 the	 online	 journalism	 course	 is	 meant	 to	 mimic	 reality.	 The	
students	 act	 like	 journalists	 when	 calling	 sources	 and	 engaging	 news	 stories,	 and	 in	
every	respect	possible,	the	challenges	they	face	are	very	real	-	unapproachable	sources,	
tight	deadlines,	 feedback	 from	both	 internal	 and	external	 editors,	 as	well	 as	 the	many	
ethical	problems	relating	to	 journalism.	The	course	builds	on	the	 idea	that	you	get	 the	

















journalism	 but	 preparing	 them	 for	 journalism	 as	 an	 addition	 to	 their	 academic	 skills.	
They	chose	journalism	prior	to	entering	the	university	but	did	not	start	on	the	subject	of	
journalism	 before	 two	 years	 into	 their	 bachelor	 studies.	 This	 means	 there	 is	 a	 great	
expectation	 to	what	 journalism	 is,	 and	many	of	 these	expectations	are	not	necessarily	
met.	 Students	 have	 also	 had,	 prior	 to	 the	 online	 course,	 four	weeks	 of	 practice-based	




The	 survey	 is	 distributed	 to	 the	 students	 on	 the	 last	 day	 of	 the	 course	 in	 online	
journalism.	 The	 response	 rate	 of	 the	 survey	 is	 100	 %3	because	 it	 is	 mandatory	 for	
completing	the	course.	
We	combine	quantitative	 and	qualitative	questions	 in	 the	 survey.	 For	 the	quantitative	
data,	 the	 general	 structure	 of	 a	 five-point	 scale	 combined	 with	 general	 production	
questions	 is	 used.	 In	 the	 qualitative	 part,	 respondents	 can	 elaborate	 on	 the	 problems	
encountered	and	are	nudged	towards	giving	detailed	and	concrete	examples4.	
The	 survey	 questions	 are	 an	 operationalization	 of	 the	 Advisory	 rules	 of	 sound	 press	
ethics,	the	content	of	which	is	divided	into	chapters:	A)	Correct	information,	B)	Conduct	
contrary	 to	 sound	 press	 ethics	 and	 C)	 Court	 reporting	 (Pressenævnet,	 2015).	 In	 the	















A6:	 ‘The	 form	 and	 content	 of	 headlines	 and	 subheadlines	 shall	 be	 substantiated	 by	 the	














































the	 median	 was	 6.00	 articles.	 For	 newcomers	 into	 journalism,	 this	 is	 a	 very	 high	
production	 rate	 because	 the	 articles	 are	 all	 published	 and	 have	 to	 meet	 a	 certain	
standard.	 The	 interesting	 part	 is	 the	 number	 of	 articles	 that	 caused	 problems	 for	 the	
students;	the	mean	rate8	was	1.90	articles	with	a	median	of	2.00.	 In	short,	about	every	











or	 changed.	 This	 is	 an	 inevitable	 consequence	 of	 the	 online	 era	 where	 e-mails	 with	
quotes	can	be	sent	instantly;	therefore,	sources	often	request	that	quotes	are	approved	
prior	to	publishing.	Journalists	can	see	this	as	a	loss	of	control.	Secondary	problems	also	
circle	 around	 issues	 that	 are	 online-centric	 in	 their	 nature.	 Because	 the	 online	 news	
media	 has	 a	 very	 rapid	 pace,	 journalists	 feel	 they	 have	 to	 pressure	 their	 sources	 to	
‘hurry	up’,	and	because	online	media	is	in	constant	competition	with	other	online	media	
organizations,	 the	headlines,	 often	 the	only	 entrance	 to	 the	article	 itself,	must	be	very	
sharp.9	This	results	in	headlines	often	not	covering	the	story	in	full	but	more	focused	on	
attracting	 the	 click	 of	 the	 user.	 In	 the	 literature,	 this	 is	 referred	 to	 as	 ‘click	 bait’	
(Eberholst	 &	 Hartley,	 2013)	 and	 is	 something	 that	 is	 inherent	 in	 the	 general	 tabloid	
nature	 of	 online	 news	 (Hartley,	 2011b).	 This	 seems	 to	 have	 consequences	 for	 how	


































Exploring	 these	 results,	 roughly	 one-third	 (33	%)	 of	 the	 students	 fall	 on	 the	 positive	
side,	another	third	(31	%)	are	undecided	and	the	last	third	(36	%)	are	negative	towards	
online	 journalism.	 Results	 shown	 in	 Figure	 1	 and	 Figure	 2	 are	 aggregated	 and	 not	
divided	by	semesters	due	to	the	low	respondent	numbers	for	some	semesters10.	For	this	
reason,	 there	 is	 insufficient	 data	 to	 expand	 on	 whether	 there	 is	 any	 correlation,	 for	
example,	between	the	one-third	of	the	articles	that	gave	problems	and	the	semester.	
The	qualitative	data	provide	elaborations	to	their	answers	and	illustrate	the	complexity	






With	a	massive	and	constant	 flow	of	news,	the	online	 journalist	 is	working	under	
conditions	 automatically	 breaking	 my	 expectations	 of	 good	 journalism.	 The	
demand	for	new	news	will	always	be	on	the	behalf	of	thoughtfulness,	nuances	and	























Another	 student	 attacked	 the	 news	 criteria	 of	 online	 journalism.	 These	 are	 often	
somewhat	more	 tabloid	 than	print	media	and	 is	 constantly	 searching	 for	 a	way	 to	get	
users	to	click	on	articles;	it	is	increasingly	providing	news	that	the	audience	requests.	
The	 role	of	 the	good	 journalist	 is	 to	enlighten	 the	public	 in	a	democratic	 society.	
Online,	a	lot	of	content	is	only	produced	because	users	want	it—maybe	it	is	on	cute	
animals	or	 reality	 shows	 […]	 the	headings	are	often	misleading	because	 they	are	
solely	created	to	attract	clicks.	
The	quote	shows	a	conflict	between	 the	 ideals	of	 journalism	and	 the	ethical	dilemmas	
faced	during	 the	course.	This	student	 identified	misleading	articles	as	a	way	 to	attract	
readers—clearly	 something	 to	 be	 avoided	 and	 indeed	 something	 that	 is	 a	 rule	 in	 the	
Advisory	rules	of	sound	press	ethics.	However,	 the	 same	student	 continued	 that	 it	 is	not	
all	 bad	 because	 the	 key	 is	 that	 the	 journalists	 themselves	 must	 know	 the	 difference	
between	right	and	wrong.	They	must	know	when	to	use	the	leading	heading	as	a	means	
of	 attraction	 because	 this	 could	 lead	 to	 a	 user	 reading	 an	 article	 that	would	 not	 have	














Overall	 the	 survey	 study	 of	 journalism	 students,	 who	 participated	 in	 a	 simulated	
learning	environment,	showed	the	following:	
• They	experience	problems	with	around	a	third	of	the	articles.	
• Many	 of	 the	 problems	 experienced	 are	 perceived	 by	 the	 students	 to	 be	 a	
problem	with	online	news	production	in	general.	This	could	be	issues	with	sharp	




journalism	 as	 they	 are	 focused	 on	 dealing	 and	 negotiating	 with	 sources	 and	
doing	stories	that	are	not	platform	or	online	specific.	
• Around	 a	 third	 of	 the	 students	 feel	 online	 journalism	 is	 ‘good	 journalism’,	 but	
around	a	third	feel	it	is	‘bad	journalism’.	The	remainder	are	undecided.	The	fact	





















many	 students	 working	 in	 an	 online	 newsroom	 environment	 where	 editors	 (the	






be	significantly	higher.	However,	as	a	 journalistic	 ideal,	 the	 idea	of	a	 flawless	article	 is	
admirable	and	one	that	students	as	well	as	journalists	should	attempt	to	follow.	It	is	also	
an	 ideal	 that	 is	 an	 integrated	 rule	 in	 the	Advisory	rules	of	sound	press	ethics.	 However,	
exposing	the	students	to	the	radicalized	workflow	of	online	journalism	(Hartley,	2011a)	
means	that	the	students	feel	they	have	too	little	time	to	do	proper	fact	checking	(García-
avilés,	 2014).	 In	 real	 life	 journalism,	mistakes	 are	made,	 and	 a	 rate	 of	 10	%	does	 not	
seem	very	high	for	first-year	journalism	students.	This	does	not	change	the	ideal	though,	
which	the	students	are	very	much	aware	of.	Living	up	to	this	ideal,	however,	frustrates	
them.	 In	 a	pedagogical	 sense,	 it	 is	not	necessarily	 a	bad	 thing	 if	we	 follow	a	 theory	of	
learning	where	‘frustration’	is	a	cornerstone	(Amsel,	1992).	
For	 many	 students	 it	 is	 a	 first	 exposure	 to	 how	 sources	 and	 journalists	 interact	 and	
agree	 upon	 quotes	 and	 specifics	 in	 content.	 For	 students	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 journalistic	
product	 is	 not	 something	 to	 negotiate	 with	 sources.	 Therefore,	 the	 process	 of	
negotiating	what	 sources	will	 and	will	 not	 be	 quoted	 on	 and	what	 facts	 are	 right	 and	
wrong	 (in	 the	 eyes	 of	 the	 sources)	 is	 also	 affecting	 these	 results.	 That	 many	 sources	
want	 to	 have	 control	 of	 what	 they	 say	 and	 the	 context	 they	 say	 it	 in	 is	 not	 new	 to	
experienced	 journalists,	 but	 it	 is	 to	 newcomers.	 It	 is	 also	 worth	 noting	 that	 27	%	 of	
students	 experience	 publishing	 articles	 without	 relevant	 sources.	 Finding	 and	
maintaining	 sources	 is	 a	 keystone	 to	 journalistic	 work.	 Publishing	 wrong	 facts	 with	
corrected	quotes	and	often	not	relevant	sources	could	affect	the	finding	because	around	
one-third	 of	 students	 find	 that	 online	 journalism	 is	 not	 good	 journalism	 probably	
because	the	experiences	are	not	on	par	with	what	the	students	expect	of	journalism.	One	
could	argue	that	pedagogically	it	brings	more	reflection	into	journalism	training	as	they	




Simulating	 an	 online	 newsroom	 in	 a	 learning	 environment	means	 that	 students	 have	
hands-on	 experience	 with	 ethical	 dilemmas	 related	 to	 both	 research	 and	 product	
(Kostyu,	1990)	 that	 they	might	otherwise	not	have	until	after	 their	studies.	The	ethics	
can	 in	 this	 way	 become	 an	 integrated	 part	 of	 how	 the	 students	 see	 their	 ideal	
journalistic	role.	Examples	are	‘I	must	have	more	than	one	source’	or	‘It’s	a	good	idea	to	
have	a	sort	of	contract	with	my	source’.	Some	students	 indicate	 that	 it	 is	 important	 to	
know	 the	 difference	 between	 the	 ‘ideal’	 and	 the	 real-world	 mechanics	 of	 online	




Online	 journalism	and	a	simulation	course	 like	 this	have	 the	effect	 that	some	students	
might	link	the	encountered	ethical	dilemmas	to	something	online	specific,	which	has	the	
side	effect	of	creating	a	bad	reputation	for	online	journalism	amongst	the	students.	This	








The	 overall	 journalistic	 ideals	 of	 the	 students	 seem	 to	 affect	 how	 they	 encounter	 and	
deal	with	ethical	 ideals	 in	a	simulated	 learning	environment.	So	should	we	change	 the	
simulation?	
We	believe	that	the	disadvantages	in	the	simulation	are	less	than	the	advantages.	Many	
of	 the	 ethical	 choices	 and	 problems	 encountered	 may	 at	 first	 be	 linked	 to	 online	
journalism	 specifically,	 and	 some	 are	 online	 specific	 (Albrecht	 &	 Andreassen,	 2014;	




level,	 and	 sometimes	 the	 challenges	 are	 far	 from	 the	written	 ethical	 guidelines	 on	 an	
organizational	 level	 (Fengler	 et	 al.,	 2014).	 Thus,	 believing	 that	 a	 journalist’s	 ethical	
choices	 are	 affecting	 the	 accountability	 of	 the	 media	 (Fengler	 et	 al.,	 2014),	 the	
experience	 during	 the	 course	 www.navisen.dk	 is	 a	 positive	 one	 simply	 because	 the	
students	 are	 forced	 to	 make	 individual	 ethical	 choices	 based	 on	 specific	 experiences	
with	online	news	work.		
Online	 journalism	 and	 teaching	 may	 be	 on	 the	 frontline	 of	 ethical	 problems	 and	 for	
students	a	first	glance	into	a	scary	world	of	elastic	ideals;	however,	simulating	reality	is	
very	 difficult	 to	 provide	 in	 any	 other	 way.	 Most	 importantly,	 the	 individual	 student	
needs	 to	 be	 made	 aware	 of	 what	 the	 ideals	 are,	 how	 these	 are	 bended	 and	 how	
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